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Wiretaps Reveal Dr. King Feared Rebuff on Nonviolence 



By BEN A. FRANKLIN 



WASHINGTON, Sept. 14 —Newly ns- 
ieakd transcripts of wiretapped tele- 
phone conversations of the Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. show that days 
before his assassination in 1968 he was 
despairing about his standing as a dvil 
rigjbts leader. 

He said he thought a planned civil 
rights march in Washington wis 
doomed and his leadership position had 
been damaged by vandalism that broke 
outlet a Memphis civil rights march be 
led in March 1968. His critics, he de- 
clared, were saying "Martin Luther 
King is dead, he's finished, his nonvio- 
lence la nothing.'* 

The transcripts of wiretaps con- 
ducted by the Federal Bureau of Inves- 
tigation, obtained by a New York 
scholar, also disclose that in 1967 Dr. 
King gave serious, if wavering, contld- 
eoadon to a "symbolic" campaign for 
the Presidency to dramatise his opposi- 
tion to the Johnson Administration’s 
conduct of the war in Vietnam. 

According to the transcripts, the 
F.B.l: overheard Dr. King explain 
laterAhat he had agreed to be deterred 
from the Presidential candidacy by his 
advisers’ fear of alienating white finan- 
cial contributors to the civil rights 
cause who also supported the war. 



The transcripts confirmed previous 
reports by aides and associates that 
Dr. King periodically suffered bouts at 
gloom and self-doubt in his position as a 
Hit of the civil rights movement. 

The conversation in which Dr. King 
discussed his doubts took place shortly 
after black youths participating in a 
nonviolent march be led In Memphis on 
Match 38, 1988, broke ranks and van- 
dalised d o w n t o wn stores. The nest 
President 
were wide! 

Drying, 

1 what the 






to hr called the Poor People's cam- 
paign The afternoon after the unex- 
pected chaos in Memphis the F.B.L 
transcribed a conversation in which 
Dri King, shocked and demoralised by 
Me inability to control the young Mem- 
phis marchers, declared, “I think our 
Washington campaign is doomed." 

Belayed by Dr. King's death, a 
■even-week Poor People’s -encamp- 
ment by thousands on the Mall In 
Washington was held from mid-May 
thrash June 1968, but the desired anti- 



' and his top aides had sought to use the 
bureau to dest/oy Dr. King by, among 
other tactics, circulating transcripts 
made by Federal agents through mi- 
crophones hidden In hotel rooms in 
wtychthsdvil rights leader engaged in 
encounters with women. 

Because much of the bureau's covert 
file on Dr. King is tinder a court order 
that will keep Its contents sealed in the 
Untied States Archives until the year 
30X7, no verbatim transcripts of wire- 
taps on Dr. King’s home or office tele- 
phones or from the secretly bugged 
hotel rooms can be made public under 
tbs Freedom of Information Act. The 
Federal court seel was obtained In 1971 
in the settlement of a lawsuit brought 
by Dr. King’s former aides. 

The documents made public by Mr. 
Geirow were the fruit of diligence and 
a stroke of scholarly luck In collecting 
material for Ms new book an Dr. King, 
"Bearing the Cross," to be pittiibed 
next year by Morrow. Mr. Gerrow, 33 
years eld, is the author of two earlier 
books on the Southern Christian Lead- 
ership Conference under Dr. King, 
"Protest at Selma" end "The FJJ. 
and Martin Luther King Jr." 

By focusing Ms requests for the 
F.B.l. files on lesser-known King as- 
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muni st Party, a liaison that Mr. Levi- 
son repeatedly denied before his death 
in 1979 and that Dr. King refused to be- 
lieve. 

The Levi son transcripts confirm that 
even after private warnings to Dr. King 
by friendly Government officials that 
his contacts with Mr. Levison were 
being monitored by the F.B.I. and that 
charges of a “Communist connection” 
could be damaging to the civil rights 
movement. Dr. King consulted Mr. 
Levison frequently by telephone. For a 
time Dr. King sought Mr. Levlson’s 
counsel through Intermediaries, but 
the telephones of the go-betw e e ns were 
upped too. 

The files also reveal the huge cost in 



manpower and the numbing tedium in- 
volved In the F.B.I. telephone surveil- 
lance. The Levison transcripts show 
that for more than seven years, round- 
the-clock teams of bureau personnel re- 
corded and typed up such intelligence 
as Mr. Levlson’s consultations with his 
wife about New York restaurants and 
movies at which he would meet her 
after work. 

In ah interview, Mr. Garrow said he 
had received 190,000 of transcripts and 
other documents from the F.B.I. and 
that requests for 150,000 more were still 
being processed. The F.B.I.'s surveil- 
lance of Mr. Levison, which continued 
for a year and a half after Dr. King’s 
death, was authorized by Mr. Kennedy 



and was continued by his successors as 
Attorney General, Nicholas deB. Kat- 
zenbach, Ramsey Clark and John N. 
Mitchell. 

The possibility of an antiwar Presi- 
dential candidacy by Dr. King was 
urged upon him by such peace activists 
as Dr. Benjamin Spock 

After months of indecision, as re- 
vealed in the transcripts, over whether 
his role as a “moral leader” required 
him to oppose the war more aggres- 
sively, Dr. King finally declared at a 
news conference in Atlanta on April 25, 
1967, that he had no Interest in being a 
candidate. 

By then Mr. Johnson had already 
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beerfflven F.B.I; r epo r ts oft>r. Kill’s 
concession to his advisers, including 
Mr. Levison, that i6 preserve the confi- 
dence of the political center he would 
have to avoid linking the civil right* 
movement with the increasingly stri- 
dent And radical politics of the anti-war 
activists. 

i Dr. King was Overheard by the F.B.r.* 1 
describing his propose d Presidential 
candftiacy as an effort **to punish” Mr. 
Johnson for his conduct of the Vietnam 
war by robbing him of black votes. 

But according to Harry C. McPher- 
son, a top Johnson aide who is now a’ 



Washington lawyer, the equivocal plan 
for a ping-lad opposition was never re- 
garded as a threat by Mr. Johnson 
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